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The Politics of Ethnonationalism 


In its postulation of a necessary linkage between political legitimacy and ethnic 
idemity, the concept of self-determination of nations contains the seeds of a 
radical redrawing of today’s political map. As set forth in a current dictionary on 
world politics, national solf-determination maintains that it is “the right of a 
group of people who consider themselves separate and distinct from others to 
determine for themselves the state in which they will tive and the form of 
government it will have."* In a world consisting of thousands of distinct ethnic 
groups and only some one hundred and thirty-five states, the revolutionary 
potential inherent in self-determination is quite apparent. All bul fourteen of 
today’s states contain at least one significant minority and half of the fourteen 
exceptions are characterized by that so-called irredentist situation in which the 
dominant ethnic group extends beyond the state's borders.” 

The failure of so many contemporary states to correspond to the principle of 
national self-determination should not be taken as an index of either the 
principle’s popular appeal or of its political impact to date. Indeed, the demise of 
colonialism can be largely credited to the self-determination concept. The 
Proposition that a people should not be ruled by those deemed aliens played a vital 
Tole in the post-World War IT emancipation of overseus colonics from European 
rule. Admittedly, all but a handful of the new states are ethnically heterogenous, 
despite the faet that their liberation took place under the banner of self-determina- 
tion of nations. However, s exemplified by the abortive Biafran episode and by 
the secession of Bangladesh, these muiti-ethnic successor states are now in turn 
inercusingly threatened with demands that the self-determination principle be 
further advanced towards its actuatization. Nor are the new states alone in being 
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"The fourteen siales are Austria, Denmark, West and Last Germany, leetand, 
Nouh and South Korea. Lesotho, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, and 
discards the states characterized by an ietedentist situation (Austria, the Germanies, freland, the 
Koreas, and Lesatho), the total number of people tiving in a state clorely corresponding to the 
distibution of their ethnic group is small indeed (tess than four pereent). Excluding the Japanese, 
Tewer than one percent of the world's population live in a "seI/-determined™ state. 

“Though comprising a second step toward sel/determination, Biafra would itself have been a 
multinational state, comtaising several nor-lbo groups. Hf successful. then, it may also hove een 
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